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Postcolonial Satire, Imperialist
Nostalgia, and Reconciliation in Huy
Duong Phan’s “The Billion Dollar
Skeleton” and Andrew Lam’s
“Slingshot”
Quan Manh Ha and William Frost
1 Criticism on the literature of the Vietnam War and its aftermath produced by diasporic
Vietnamese  authors  generally  focuses  on  novels  and  memoirs  because  these  book-
length works are popular,  thematically  rich,  and stylistically  distinctive.  Thus,  they
have attracted substantial attention from reviewers and scholars in the field. Although
some diasporic Vietnamese authors write short stories, their works have not been so
widely  acknowledged,  probably  because  of  the  genre  and  its  more  limited  reading
audience, and because readers have not yet learned of the authors’ talents.1 However,
some  anthologized  short  stories  by  diasporic  Vietnamese  authors  have  gained
recognition for their thematic relevance, innovative plots, and intriguing characters.
Among the recognized diasporic writers of short stories, there is Huy Duong Phan, a
Vietnamese French author, who, in 1995, published “The Billion Dollar Skeleton” in The
Other Side of Heaven: Post-War Fiction by Vietnamese & American Writers. Phan’s short story
satirizes his protagonist, an American billionaire named Richard Steel, who travels to
Vietnam to search for the remains of his MIA son. There is also Andrew Lam, who, in
1998, published “Slingshot” in Zyzzyva, a San Francisco journal of arts and letters, and it
is reprinted in his 2013 collection of short stories, Birds of Paradise Lost.  Lam’s short
story  depicts  the  interaction  between  a  Vietnamese  American  family  who  runs  a
restaurant in California and Uncle Steve, a Vietnam War veteran, who patronizes it. In
both  texts,  the  American  protagonists  demonstrate  colonial  attitudes  toward  the
Vietnamese people  and country,  either  consciously  or  unconsciously,  through their
America-centric  perspectives,  imperialist  nostalgia,  and  assumed  cultural
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appropriation. The authors employ wit, humor, and satire effectively to critique the
United States’ imperialistic stance on the history of the Vietnam War and its aftermath.
2 From  the  emergence  of  Western  hegemonistic  acquisition  of  foreign  markets  and
gaining mercantile  control  in the 1700s,  Western “colonial  domination of  the globe
[prevailed] in the 18th and 19th centuries,” and Western attitudes expressed in literature
and  history  have  been  propagated  through  the  use  of  French  and  English  as
international languages (Goldstone 54). Due to financial leverage, religious conversion,
and powerful military intervention, Western values and ideologies have been imposed
upon  much  of  the  world.  Indigenous  cultural  identities  were  marginalized  while
“imperialism and colonialism [worked] as discourses of domination as well as economic
and political  systems of power” well  into the twentieth century (Bowd and Clayton
297). However, as the twentieth-first century approached, and as the aftermath of the
Vietnam  War  generated  new  political  realities,  many  emerging  postcolonial  and
diasporic  authors  of  Vietnamese  heritage  wrote  fiction  that  challenged  America’s
imperialist exploits and exposed American atrocities perpetrated upon Vietnam and its
people. 
3 In  the  1990s,  diasporic  Vietnamese  literature  started  to  flourish,  especially  in  the
United States, after many second-generation refugees and immigrants had mastered
the English language and completed their American higher education. The 1990s also
marked the heyday of postcolonial studies in academe and literary production, when
the lingering effects of Western colonialism and imperialism in the global context were
reexamined  more  critically.  Written  in  the  1990s,  both  Phan’s  “The  Billion  Dollar
Skeleton” and Lam’s “Slingshot” examine aspects of America’s continuing attitude of
condescension toward Vietnam and the Vietnamese, emphasizing the inherent racism
and assumed superiority of American culture over both the Vietnamese people and the
Vietnamese American refugees. Although the stories differ in style of writing, use of
language, and setting, they both satirize American neocolonialism and give voice to the
Vietnamese who are asked to accept the “totalizing and normalizing” American culture
(Cilliers  5).  “The  Billion  Dollar  Skeleton”  and  “Slingshot”  delineate  the  shift  from
acceptance to colonial resistance as the younger Vietnamese and the 1.5 Vietnamese
American generation, immigrants who arrived in the US as children and adolescents,
gain agency in their voices and perspectives. 
 
“The Billion Dollar Skeleton”: A Postcolonial Satire
4 Phan’s  “The  Billion  Dollar  Skeleton”  addresses  orientalism,  neocolonialism,  and
America’s  imperialist  mentality  in  postwar  Vietnam.  Phan  is  a  Vietnamese
Francophone writer whose writings often provide “a Vietnamese French commentary
on the American involvement in the Vietnam War”; in this story, he allows a sense of
mutual  understanding  toward  the  end  of  the  story  (N.  Nguyen  1208).  Rather  than
concluding with a definite victory against the American billionaire, the story’s ending
provides  imagined  progress  toward  a  more  empathetic  interaction  between  the
Vietnamese  and  their  former  enemy,  the  United  States.  Crucially,  the  overbearing
attitude exhibited by the American billionaire caricatures capitalistic Americans, and
the story critiques America’s economic, political, and military disposition in the early
aftermath  of  the  Vietnam  War.  “The  Billion  Dollar  Skeleton”  also  illustrates  the
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potential to establish mutual respect for the unselfish humanity that can be expressed
by individuals in both countries.
5 More specifically, Phan’s story depicts the arrogance of power and the expectation of
submission  to  American  neocolonialism  through  its  main  character’s  approach  to
realizing his personal agenda. Richard Steel, “the richest American,” known simply as
“the Billionaire,” is a “fighter” who “never [knew] an obstacle he couldn’t overcome”
and who “always wins” (Phan 223; original italics). His first name suggests that he is
rich, and his last name implies that he is emotionless. Using these characteristics, the
narrator  presents  the  Billionaire  as  the  emblem  of  Vietnam’s  view  of  American
imperialism and neo-colonization. With a firm offer of “a billion dollars” to find his son
who went missing during the Vietnam War, the Billionaire imposes his will upon the
country, buying “the front page of every newspaper, a radio spot every hour, and the
national television station every night for a hundred days” (Phan 224, 223). By offering
financial compensation that none of the native population can afford to refuse, the
Billionaire  uses  monetary incentives  instead of  brute  force to  make the indigenous
Vietnamese  bend  to  his  will.  Because  the  Billionaire  “didn’t  want  to  discourage
anyone,” he paid consistently and handsomely for any bones brought to his Research
Center, eventually collecting all the bones the Vietnamese could unearth (Phan 226).
Although it  is believed that “the dead have all  become equally valid in this race to
discover  the  millionaire’s  missing  son,”  his  actions  nonetheless  highlight  an
exploitation  of  labor  in  an  impoverished  and  war-torn  nation  that  disregards  the
cultural and spiritual customs of a historically traditional society (N. Nguyen 1209).
Dieu-Hien  Hoang  observes,  “proper  death  rituals  according  to  one’s  abilities”  are
important in Vietnamese culture, and the Billionaire’s request for all the bones and
skeletons is a disrespectful demand of the Vietnamese and an insult to the deceased.
Embodying the self-assurance of the American capitalist, the Billionaire claims that he
will  buy  the  “one  chance  in  a  million”  to  find  his  son,  assuming  either  rightly  or
wrongly  that  the  impoverished  Vietnamese  are  willing  to  sacrifice  cultural
preservation for base-subsistence financial gain, with total disregard for Vietnamese
cultural values (Phan 224). 
6 From a Marxist point of view, the Billionaire symbolizes the moneyed class, and his
wealth stands rooted in American capitalism and its exploitation of the wage-earning
class.  Phan employs  irony  by  noting  that  all  Vietnamese  “had a  chance,”  or  equal
opportunity, because “the Vietnamese worshiped their ancestors” and the Vietnamese
“economy had never had such a windfall” and “never had they known such justice,
such democracy” (225). Many impoverished citizens would respond positively to the
Billionaire’s offer because it is socially and financially beneficial, yet the irony lies in
this:  “when  the  Americans  left  Viet  Nam,  Vietnamese  southerners  felt  deeply
abandoned and betrayed” (Pelaud 9). As a capitalist, the Billionaire is setting a fixed
price upon the Vietnamese, and possibly American, dead. Although his investment in
funding the  excavation of  his  son’s  remains  creates  employment  for  residents  of  a
certain province in southern Vietnam and reduces hunger on the national level, money
cannot compensate for the pain, trauma, suffering, and loss of loved ones caused in
Vietnam  by  the  war.  This  fact  is  reinforced  by  the  Billionaire’s  name,  which,  as
discussed earlier, suggests financial investment but not emotional healing. Phan blurs
the lines between good and bad. On the one hand, the Billionaire defies stereotypes of
the exploitative American as he “kept his word” and “paid cash, no questions asked, for
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any  kind  of  bones”  (226).  On  the  other  hand,  however,  he  reaffirms  negative
associations through the language that  Phan uses  to  describe him—a person whom
“nothing  can  stop,”  with  an  “insatiable  drive”  to  “always  win”  (223).  These  traits
characterize  him as  a  fair,  determined,  strong-willed,  and  victorious  colonizer  and
conqueror, and it should be noted in several Eurocentric narratives, these traits are
extolled because they construct the West as “rational, hardworking, kind, democratic,
moral, modern, progressive, technological, individualist” (Parker 278). Two questions
arise: Is he helping or hurting the indigenous citizens? And does the Billionaire’s self-
centered agenda offer anything other than neo-colonial  exploitation of labor? Phan
seems at first to be presenting the Billionaire as a social catalyst, attempting to lay “to
rest the memories of the war and establish the foundations of peace” (Nguyen, Nathalie
1209), but it also is apparent that his monetizing of the higher cultural values of the
Vietnamese is socially disruptive. According to the narrative, the Vietnamese people
practice ancestor worship and honor the “memory of the dead,” and the Billionaire
takes advantage of this cultural practice to fulfill his mission (Phan 225). The entire
country is charmed into making money because the remunerations that the Billionaire
offers for each skeleton is so generous that people of all age scour “the land, the rice
fields, the forests” and even risk their lives to find human remains (Phan 226). The
irony lays in the fact that by tradition the Vietnamese people respect the graves of the
dead as sacrosanct places, but due to poverty and hunger, many people do whatever it
takes  to  earn  money  from  excavating  human  bones.  The  scene  in  which  several
Vietnamese people wait  in line to turn in their  trophies  to the Research Center as
people flock to Saigon from all over Vietnam indicates the disruption the Billionaire
brings to the country. 
7 Before bringing the Billionaire to a point of cultural and spiritual reconciliation, Phan
highlights  the  Billionaire’s  acquisition of  a  virginal  “service  woman” as  well  as  his
capitalizing or monetizing his massive bone recovery operation (224). The Billionaire
“had been advised to make love once a day to maintain his physical and psychological
equilibrium,” and being in an Asian country,  the American capitalist  unhesitatingly
assumes his right to buy “virgins” and “healthy girls” to satisfy his sexual desires (Phan
224).  Vietnam  becomes  a  sex  paradise  for  the  Billionaire  to  “assert  his  manhood”
(Bates 144), just as it was for many US soldiers during the war. Robert Dale Parker notes
that the West tends to feminize the East and the colonized in order to “masculinize
itself” (279). Some binary oppositions are established: the West is masculine, normal,
and wealthy whereas the East is feminine, exotic, and poor. This reality is echoed and
reaffirmed in Le  Ly Hayslip’s  war memoir  When Heaven  and Earth  Changed  Places,  in
which she portrays most American wartime soldiers in Vietnam as “greedy, horny, and
dangerous,” and she observes that “it seemed as if the Americans thought of nothing
but sex” (227,  177).  Anne McClintock’s  Imperial  Leather also suggests  that  there is  a
strong nexus between “imperial power and resistance; money and sexuality; race and
gender; [violence and desire]” (5). Arguably, the Billionaire is reinforcing “remnants of
French and American colonialism figured into the contemporary political, social, and
economic landscape” by participating in the “contemporary sex industry” and reducing
the female population to nothing more than a commodity,  while commodifying the
Vietnamese  dead  (Hoang,  K.  9).  Seemingly,  the  American  colonizer  can  purchase
whatever  he  wants,  using  and  discarding  the  subalterns  as  he  pleases,  assuming
Vietnam’s impoverished citizens to be primitive, ignorant, and grateful. Phan presents
the Billionaire’s candidates for sexual exploitation as “young and beautiful,” and a set
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of  commodities  from  which  he  chooses  “the  first  girl  who  spoke  English  fluently”
(224).  Thus,  the  neo-colonialist  Billionaire  maintains  his  sense  of  entitlement  by
making his choice based on linguistic skills. 
8 Phan depicts the Billionaire’s entire bone collecting scenario as an extended metaphor
for  America’s  presumptuousness  about  Vietnamese  tradition  and  culture.  As  a
representative of the United States, the Billionaire brashly rolls into Vietnam with an
entourage of “more than one hundred people,” with “a budget of a billion dollars,” and
with an “insatiable drive” to succeed, no matter what the obstacle might be (223-24).
Undeniably, the Billionaire sees himself as an assertive and virile person: he sleeps only
“about four hours a day” and works “nonstop from dawn to dusk” on his personal
crusade to find the remains of his deceased son (227).  Through his self-serving and
egoistical  pursuit  to find his son,  the Billionaire assumes that even the Vietnamese
government  “couldn’t  oppose”  this  operation  because,  with  his  endeavor,
“unemployment had vanished from the province” and “hunger had been reduced” in
the  country  (226-27).  His  self-gratifying  assumptions  emphasize  the  colonizer’s
goodwill  and  benevolence  as  well  as  the  colonizer’s  paternal  role  in  civilizing  and
helping the Vietnamese rise from poverty economically. Colonial binary oppositions
are constructed here: the United States is positively associated with wealth, power, and
economic  benevolence,  whereas  Vietnam  is  negatively  associated  with  poverty,
impotence,  and  economic  desperation.  Essentially,  reinforcing  the  stereotypes,  the
Billionaire insinuates himself into Vietnam through the economic superiority assumed
by US capitalism and acknowledges no wrongdoing because it  is  the best  thing that
could happen to an impoverished Vietnamese province. When a “frail old man with
white hair” enters the Billionaire’s office and reveals that he knows the location of his
American son’s remains, the Billionaire assumes the old man wants to be covered “in
gold to the third generation” as a reward (228). While the old man wanted nothing of
the sort, the Billionaire’s assumption of financial motivation speaks to the orientalist
mindset:  the  insinuation  that  the  historically  colonized  Vietnamese  people  will
compromise their cultural values for the possibility of capital gain.
9 In the story, the New York Times publishes an article with the headline “FOR THE LOVE
OF A SON: THE MOST EXTRAVAGANT ENTERPRISE IN HUMAN HISTORY,” extolling the
American Billionaire’s capitalist manipulations and framing his exploits as heroic and
family-oriented  (Phan  226).  In  Nothing  Ever  Dies,  Viet  Thanh  Nguyen  states  that
“Capitalism can turn anything into a commodity, including memories and amnesia”
(13). The rhetoric of the title of the New York Times article and the role the media plays
in the Billionaire’s mission throughout the story emphasize the power that money has
over people’s minds. Even though some “intellectuals from the Old World protested,”
and the “Vietnamese government published a convoluted communiqué about human
rights,”  the  US  imported  narrative  of  the  Billionaire’s  endeavor  remained  firmly
described, and thus controlled, by the West (Phan 226-27). For instance, most recently,
the Ken Burns and Lynn Novick documentary film The Vietnam War (2017) has been
widely received in the United States. However, Joseph Babcock criticizes the film for
mentioning in passing the death of three million Vietnamese people, while devoting
thirty minutes to “the construction of and reactions to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
in Washington,” when the film is coming to closure. History is written by the victors,
and the colonizers author the historiographical record. In Phan’s story, the American
billionaire, who represents the US government, manipulates the memories of the war
with money and disregards the sorrow and trauma that the war has caused to the
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Vietnamese.  However,  as  “the  fateful  day  approached,”  and  there  were  no  more
skeletons to bring in and no more subalterns to utilize for the Billionaire’s self-serving
ends, the Vietnamese citizens interrupt this victor’s narrative to reclaim their agency,
displaying intergenerational colonial resistance (Phan 227). 
10 At this  point  in  the  text,  Phan choreographs a  telling change and shift  in  cultural
authority.  After  one  hundred  days  of  unearthing  skeletons  and  bones,  after  one
hundred days of sorting and testing and failing in discovery, after the biggest display of
flagrant capitalist imperialism since the Vietnam War, the Billionaire remains empty-
handed. On the final day, the “frail old man” wearing “peasant pajamas” and “leaning
on  a  bamboo  cane”  arrived  to  offer  his  assistance  to  the  all-knowing,  all-affording
Billionaire (228). It is here that the author signals Vietnamese resistance against the
Billionaire’s  financial  imperialism  and  neo-colonial  condescension  asserted  in  his
attempt  to  manipulate  Vietnam’s  indigenous  population.  Upon  the  old  Vietnamese
man’s arrival in the office, the Billionaire “offered him a seat,” to which “the old man
shook his head,” preferring to stand while the American sat, which is a symbolic but
not overbearing act of dignified resistance (228). The old man confirms that he knows
the location of the Billionaire’s son’s bones, and after refusing money, the man simply
asks that the Billionaire “burn the mountains of bones” and “sow the ashes on the
Vietnamese land” and then come to his house at the foot of the Mountain of Peace to
retrieve  his  American  son’s  bones  (228).  In  making  this  demand,  the  old  man  is
reclaiming Vietnamese agency in the face of the Billionaire’s overbearing capitalistic
and neo-colonial attitude toward the Vietnamese people. The old man demands the
American’s  respect  for  the  Vietnamese  dead  by  returning  their  ashes  to  “their
ancestors,”  using  what  simple  leverage  he  has  to  force  the  Billionaire,  finally,  to
acknowledge the traditions of those he considers subalterns as he sought to attain his
own  goal  (229).  The  old  man  has  reclaimed  his  people’s  honor  by  resisting  the
colonizer’s terms of cooperation, and by asserting the need for cultural respect.
11 The “ashes rained to the earth” as the Billionaire followed through on his promise to
scatter all  ashes “from the Gate of Nam Quan to the tip of Ca Mau” (228-29).  As “a
patient and long-suffering symbol of humanity,” the old man’s request provides the
Billionaire the opportunity to respect the fallen Vietnamese and the traditions of those
who were victorious  in  their  struggle  to  liberate  themselves  from a  neo-colonialist
agenda in a reunified Vietnam. The act of scattering the ashes of the Vietnamese dead
reunites  the  fallen  with  the  united  land  they  loved  (N.  Nguyen  1209).  After  the
Billionaire has fulfilled his promise to the old man, he must go to the old man’s house
at the foot of the Mountain of Peace, so that the old man might fulfill his own promise.
The Billionaire has earned the right to be given the bones of his son rather than buying
“that  one  chance  in  a  million”  (Phan  228,  224).  The  old  man demonstrates  to  the
Billionaire  that  genuine  human  compassion  can  achieve  reconciliation  when
materialistic incentives have failed. 
12 When the Billionaire meets the old man at his house on the seventh day, a blue-eyed
Amerasian child watches in the garden as the Billionaire’s men dig up his son’s coffin.
When the Billionaire approached the child and “bent down to give him a dollar,” the
youngster “pushed his hand away,” eyes “blue with hatred,” and ran to hide behind the
old  man,  signaling  even  in  one  so  young  a  recognition  of  the  demeaning  attitude
implied by the gesture (229). The child embodies physical reconciliation through love,
in that he has a mixed-race identity. This becomes more powerful when the reader
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discovers  that  the  young  boy’s  “eyes  were  intense,  blue,”  as  were  those  of  the
Billionaire’s son, indicating that the boy must be the Billionaire’s mixed-race grandson
(230).  The  term  Amerasian refers  to  children  with  US  servicemen  as  fathers  and
Vietnamese as mothers, conceived during the Vietnam War, and perceived by both the
American and Vietnamese as “the leftovers of an unpopular war, straddling two worlds
but belonging to neither” (Lamb). In Vietnam, many of these children were ridiculed
and even harassed for their “round blue eyes” and “features that gave them the face of
the enemy” (Lamb). However, Phan uses this cultural disdain advantageously against
both American and Vietnamese social conservatism. Prior to the Amerasian Act of 1982,
abandoned and homeless Amerasians lived miserable lives in postwar Vietnam, as they
were considered to represent the “trashy remnants” left behind by the Americans after
the war  (Lapinig).  In  Vietnam,  many Amerasians  became victims of  discrimination,
domestic violence, illiteracy, sexual abuse, and poverty (Lapinig), and they lived with
self-hatred because society viewed them as the “unwanted.” For instance, within the
corpus  of  Vietnamese  American  literature,  Kien  Nguyen’s  childhood  memoir  The
Unwanted depicts the plights and misfortunes that Amerasians experience in postwar
Vietnam, and the memoir serves as historical testimony of the injustice imposed by
society and the local government upon Amerasians and their families.
13 As a character who is genetically trapped between two cultures—one capitalistic and
the other communist—the blue-eyed child presents a powerful image. He rejects the
capitalistic mindset of the Billionaire, just as he is rejected by the communist mindset
of his Vietnamese heritage. He has only the grave of his American father to represent
the love that gave him birth, but he also has hatred in his blue eyes for the man who
will take away that symbol of love he needs to face the confusion in his world. The
Billionaire experienced a proverbial sea change, a complete transformation, at the end
of his hundred days in Vietnam. He returned his son’s bones to their proper place (with
the old man and the blue-eyed boy), and he took the first bones brought to his office in
Vietnam (those of another of mixed Vietnamese and Western ethnicity) to be buried
with his family’s bones in the United States. Upon returning to the United States, the
Billionaire  “married the service  woman” and “had many children,”  who eventually
became  “famous  women  and  men  of  letters,”  and  one  of  whom  became  “the  first
woman president” (Phan 230). While the Billionaire symbolizes US capitalism and neo-
colonialism,  he  eventually  carries  the  potential  for  reconciliation  forward,  through
human compassion and cultural understanding. Phan’s text offers not only an extended
metaphor  for  why  the  United  States  failed  to  win  the  hearts  and  minds  of  the
Vietnamese people during the war but also for how the atrocities of the war might
eventually be allowed to rest in peace. 
 
“Slingshot”: Cultural Appropriation and Imperialist
Nostalgia
14 Vietnamese  American  author,  Andrew  Lam,  worked  as  a  journalist  during  the
Vietnamese  “boat  people”  refugee  crisis  in  Hong  Kong.  Coming  from  “an  elite
background,”  Lam  reported  on  the  socioeconomic  factors  that  prevented  poorer
Vietnamese refugees from leaving Vietnam soon after the war (Lieu 135). In Perfume
Dreams,  he  asserts  that  “the  business  of  protecting  refugees  has  turned  into  the
business of protecting the West from asylum seekers themselves” (83). Tackling similar
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issues in his fiction, his story “Slingshot” is set in California and narrated from the
first-person point of view of a teenage Vietnamese American girl, Tammy. The story
addresses  the  imposition  of  postcolonialist  assumptions  on  Vietnamese  American
refugees, and also the 1.5 generation’s resistance to such real or implied neo-colonialist
attitudes. The crux of Lam’s story concerns an on-going confrontation between Tammy
and a  white  male  veteran  of  the  Vietnam War  nicknamed Uncle  Steve,  but  whom
Tammy  “called  […]  U.S. for  short”  (Lam  151).  U.S. finds  difficulty in  developing  a
postwar American identity, and Tammy develops her American identity by rejecting
her Vietnamese roots. Both characters desire to identify themselves with an ethnicity
to which they originally did not belong, but which they attempt to assume.
15 Reflecting  Lam’s  effective  use  of  irony,  Tammy’s  labeling  of  Uncle  Steve  as  U.S.
indicates  that  Uncle  Steve  represents  both  the  United  States  and  an  inappropriate
Vietnamese  cultural  appropriation,  while  Tammy represents  an  extreme,  but  more
appropriate American cultural assimilation. By highlighting the assumption of white
entitlement, on the one hand, and resistance to cultural stereotyping, on the other,
“Slingshot”  presents  the  anatomy  of  misunderstandings  that  occurs  when  a  neo-
colonialist mindset demands purchase over an independent culture, and when, in fact,
members  of  that  independent  culture  then  demand  purchase  over  the  American
culture into which they must assimilate.
16 Tammy  initially  describes  U.S.  as  the  worst  patron  at  her  mother’s  Vietnamese
restaurant, always telling her family “how he hated being an American” and now he
pretended “like he’s  somehow Vietnamese,” based only on his time in the war and
limited cultural knowledge (Lam 152). U.S. refuses to go home at closing time, hanging
around, despite the protests from Tammy and her family. More invasively though, he
would not “think twice about going back to the kitchen and standing there like he was
the  chef  himself,”  as  if  he  is  entitled  to  be  there  because  he feels  so  personally
connected to the family and to Vietnam (153).  U.S.’s  behavior caricatures American
effrontery  in  the  colonizer-colonized  relationship  that  in  some  ways  reflects  the
relationship between the United States and the Saigon government during the Vietnam
War.  Lam portrays  U.S.  as  the  type  of  American  who  is  insensitive  to  the  cultural
aspiration of minority groups, imposing his desire for personal inclusion, where it is
both presumptuous and unwanted. U.S. takes his sense of white American privilege for
granted in his desire to be accepted by the postwar Vietnamese American community
that has sought a new life in the United States. He is a veteran who cannot put his past
experience into its proper perspective. He continues to see himself as part of a neo-
colonial presence in a South Vietnam that no longer exists, among Vietnamese who
have long-since become Vietnamese American citizens. He suffers from a chronic form
of nostalgia for social, political, and economic conditions that no longer prevail either
in Vietnam or in the United States. U.S. never asks any members of the Vietnamese
family  if  it  is  acceptable  for  him to  identify  with  Vietnamese  culture.  Rather  than
showing respect for the Vietnamese American refugees, U.S. simply assumes that this
Vietnamese family is happy to have him among them. 
17 Similarly,  U.S. intrudes  upon  Tammy’s  family  by  bringing  gifts  such  as  “irises  and
daffodils and roses” and sometimes more extravagant items from the places to which
he has traveled (152). However, Lam’s language indicates U.S.’s general ignorance of the
Vietnamese traditions of  gift  giving,  and indeed,  such tone-deaf  gestures assert  his
patriarchal and economic dominance over Tammy’s family. On the one hand, Tammy’s
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mother does accept  U.S.’s  postcards and flowers;  on the other hand,  she refuses  to
receive the more expensive gifts, saying, “No gift, Uncle Steve, no gift … expensive gifts
not O.K.” (153). In this first explicit act of resistance by the family, U.S. should begin to
understand his ignorance of Vietnamese custom, but—regardless of the pleas from the
family members, particularly of Tammy’s mother—he “wouldn’t listen,” reinforcing the
desires of the family that he cease his intrusions into their life (Lam 153). As bell hooks
[sic] rightly observes in Writing Beyond Race, “one can be intimate with black folks, claim
even to love us, and yet still hold white supremacist attitudes about the nature of black
identity” (6). Her observation helps explain how U.S. claims to be a good friend of the
family, but also reveals his unintended but condescending attitude toward Vietnamese
Americans.
18 In an email response to a question raised to Andrew Lam concerning possible “racist
attitudes” expressed in U.S.’s  behavior,  the author addresses the issue and provides
insight  into  the  deep  structures  of  the  story  through  relevant,  but  perhaps  not
immediately apparent,  background information on the various characters and their
interactions:
I don’t remember saying that U.S. is racist. I suppose he is but he is not conscious of
it.  Quite  the  opposite.  He  wants  to  be  “the  other”  because  there’s  some  self-
loathing involved there.
I wrote the story because I went to a Vietnamese restaurant in the Tenderloin [of
San Francisco] many years ago and a young girl—16/17?—in the kitchen had a fight
with her boyfriend on the phone and she was cursing him out—her voice stayed
with me. It was funny, sarcastic as compared to her parents’[,] which were polite
and demure. 
I used that voice to tell the story of what [would] happen [if] Odysseus failed to
come home. [The] slingshot is like the bow that only he could draw. Telemachus
tried his/her best to defend her mother from the suitors.
I just moved them to America, and I made Telemachus a Vietnamese girl. (Lam, “Re:
Your story ‘Slingshot’”)
19 The actual situation that helped to inspire the story and the intertextual connection
with  Homer’s  Odyssey is  important  to  arriving  at  an  accurate  interpretation  of  the
events in the plot. Lam’s story is in no way allegorical, but the contrasting plots do
influence a reading of the text.
20 In “Slingshot,” Tammy, on the one hand, reacts against U.S.’s presumptuousness in his
constantly  reminding  her,  a  Vietnamese  American,  of  the  Vietnamese  side  of  her
identity.  She  becomes  outraged when  U.S. seems  to  emphasize  her  Vietnamese
ethnicity over her American citizenship, while attempting to emphasize his colonialist
acquisition of Vietnamese culture and to de-emphasize his American cultural identity.
Both Tammy and U.S. become unbalanced in their inabilities to accept the reality of
their positions. U.S.’s  use of mimicry in conversations clearly shows a disconnect in
understanding how his actions can be conceived in terms of neo-colonialist intrusion
by Tammy’s family. He obviously colonizes her family and continues to do so even after
warnings. U.S. employs the phrase “Toi cung la nguoi Viet Nam!—I’m also Vietnamese!”
whenever  he  gets  a  little  tipsy  (Lam  153).  In  saying  this  in  Vietnamese,  U.S.
presumptuously  misappropriates  Vietnamese  culture  and  language,  but  he  by  no
means represents cultural hybridity, because he has not internalized the deeper ways
of  Vietnamese  living  and  thinking.  Even  though  U.S. can  speak  a  few  sentences  in
Vietnamese, often eats Vietnamese food, and knows a few things about Vietnamese
customs,  his  mimicry,  as  Homi K.  Bhabha notes,  might  be  “almost  the  same,  but  not
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quite” (86). His state of psychological arrest after the Vietnam War and his experience
of “how his wife took the kids and skipped out” (Lam 152),  as well as the “[p]ublic
distaste for the war [extending] to the returning soldiers” (Smith), help to explain his
desire to extend the neo-colonialist life he apparently enjoyed in war-time Saigon, but
they do not excuse his inappropriate behavior in the postwar United States. Due to the
psychological time-warp in which he insists upon living amid the postwar Vietnamese
American  community  that  is  making  serious  efforts  to  become  assimilated  as  US
citizens,  “homey  aint  a  relative,”  as  Tammy  announces,  “no  matter  how  much  he
fantasized himself  to  be” (Lam 155).  Tammy,  with some justification,  sees  U.S. as  a
colonizer  intruding  uninvited  into  her  family.  Based  on  his  skin  color  and  white
identity, no one would mistake him for an Asian; he looks, speaks, and acts like an
American,  and  therefore  is  considered  by  everyone  to  be  an  American.  Like  the
“misguided war” that the United States started and finally lost in Vietnam “with very
few negative  repercussions  for  the  United States  and its  allies,”  U.S. anticipates  no
consequences from his imposing mimicry and misappropriation of Vietnamese culture
(Pelaud 1). He saunters in and out of Tammy’s family life with the self-confidence and
self-indulgence  that  characterize  traditional  Western  imperialism.  The  underlying
assumption is: how could such intrusion possibly be rejected?
21 Lam uses U.S.’s imperialist nostalgia for a Vietnam that is no more to show how his refusal
to acknowledge their American identity oppresses Vietnamese American youth. One
evening after closing, U.S., hanging around as usual, remarks to Tammy and Pammy,
“‘You two are just my favorite Mekong Delta girls. So smart. So filial” (154). Aside from
the racism, his statement also implies that, as “Mekong Delta girls,” he sees the two
Vietnamese American sisters as “wearing conical hats and planting rice by the river
and rowing boats” rather than as Americans in blue jeans (154). U.S. internally denies
that he is speaking to teenagers who know more about American popular culture than
they do about Vietnamese agrarian culture, and he cannot see that he is living in a
postwar  United  States  and  not  in  a  wartime  Saigon.  Frank  Wu  notes  that  Asian
Americans  are  viewed  as  the  “perpetual  foreigner”  because  of  white  Americans
frequently asking, “Where are you really from?” expecting an answer that specifies the
person’s country of origin in Asia, even if the person was born and grew to adulthood in
the United States (79). In “Slingshot,” U.S. already knows the two girls’ origin, and he
does not need to ask the stereotypical question. However, he denies their American
identity  by  emphasizing that  they are  his “Mekong Delta  girls.”  Kim-An Lieberman
observes that Lam’s fiction “challenge[s] both Vietnamese and American stereotypes”
and that Tammy “resents U.S. veteran Steve for his patronizing attitude toward her
Vietnamese  American family”  (136-37).  Not  unlike  Telemachus  in  Homer’s  Odyssey,
Tammy is horrified and truly disgusted by the realization that U.S. is a suitor who might
win her mother’s hand and become her stepfather. She arms herself in her struggle
against such an eventuality with the slingshot that she inherited from her deceased
father—much as Telemachus might have armed himself with Odysseus’s bow, had his
father not made a timely return.
22 Attempting to refine these uneven struggles with identity, Edward Said identifies “an
insidious Western system of knowledge .  .  .  that stereotypes the East  as the West’s
alluring yet inferior other” (qtd. in Bowd and Clayton 297). U.S.’s assumptions signal an
imperialist  nostalgia  rooted  in  an  intrinsic  orientalism.  He  remembers  the  young
Vietnamese girls during the war who were wonderfully lovely and happy, and in his
intoxicated state, he cannot see that, to the Vietnamese, the American G.I.s represented
Postcolonial Satire, Imperialist Nostalgia, and Reconciliation in Huy Duong P...
Journal of the Short Story in English, 71 | Autumn 2018
10
a “civilian suffering” that remained unnoticed “in the American media” (Turse 222). In
Vietnam, however, “the price of America’s withdrawal was paid by millions of innocent
citizens” (Pelaud 7). U.S. fetishizes his time spent in a foreign theatre of war and forgets
the historical suffering and injustice that cannot be forgotten in the war-torn nation
itself. Thus, Lam addresses, subtly but exasperatingly, the postwar representation of
the United States’ military incursion into the fabric of Vietnamese life, while failing “to
reflect  [upon]  the  diversity  and  reality  of  change  in  the  Vietnamese  American
community” after the war ended (Pelaud 19). Moreover, Lam presents the efforts of the
postwar Vietnamese American community to gain their proper respect as Americans,
“hoping that non-Vietnamese read the stories so that they [can] better understand the
Vietnamese plight” (Pelaud 33).
23 In a recollection of her father, Tammy reveals that she and her sister were born in
Vietnam and raised with her father until “the asshole VCs took him” (Lam 160). She
remembers very little of Vietnam, however, because she was so young when the family
immigrated  to  the  United  States.  Her  English  is  colloquial,  indicating  a  strong
assimilation and enculturation into American society. This is a crucial fact in the story:
“Slingshot” is narrated from the first-person point of view, and Tammy, the narrator,
uses  American slang and colloquial  expressions,  rather  than the  standard textbook
English or pidgin English, thus emphasizing her successful acculturation into American
society.  She acts,  talks,  and behaves like any American teenager.  She illustrates,  in
doing so, what M. Tuan describes as the Asian American struggle between “their self-
defined identity and socially imposed racial identity” (23). Thus, when U.S. refers to
Tammy and her sister as “my favorite Mekong Delta girls,” Tammy replies with “We
aint living in your sorry-ass Mekong Delta fantasy shit. Get a grip,” displaying her apt
command of the teenage American idiom as well as her resistance to being defined in
inapposite ethnic categories, the knowledge of which she has only second hand (Lam
154). She is Vietnamese, yes, but she was raised as an American, and American popular
culture has become her dominant cultural influence. U.S., however, pigeonholes both
Tammy and Pammy into an ethnic and racial corner lost to their experience, seeing
them only as young “Mekong Delta girls” from the period of the war (154). His own
nostalgia  for  “what  [he]  went  through”  and  his  denial  of  their  origins  make  it
impossible for Tammy or Pammy to relate to his fantasies, as they live their young lives
in a  world that  does exist  around them (154).  U.S.’s  imperialist  nostalgia,  displayed
through U.S.’s statements and actions, exposes his orientalism and his fantasy about an
exotic colonized people and country, who undoubtedly appreciated his views during the
war much less than do the two sisters during the postwar period. The sisters reject the
fantasies from the war he has lost, and they express the values of the world they are
attempting  to  win.  His  assumed  entitlement  to  define  the  postwar  Vietnamese
Americans derives from his imperialist nostalgia and his improper orientalism, which
he projects from the time warp of his own mind. Appropriately, Tammy will not stand
for such nonsense. She will not allow him to become her stepfather.
24 Lam’s portrayal of Tammy offers a textbook example of colonial resistance. Her refusal
to accept U.S. as a family member or even to associate him with Vietnamese culture, her
defiance in the face of  his  cheery and kindly but  overbearing nature,  her shooting
jawbreakers  with  her  slingshot  at  a  billboard  of  a  stereotypical  white  family  with
“impossibly white teeth,” and her verbal retorts to U.S.’s intrusive characterizations of
her  and  her  sister  indicate  her  visceral  responses  to  his  neo-colonial  attitude  and
presumptions  (160).  Tammy’s  use  of  her  father’s  slingshot  itself  symbolizes  her
Postcolonial Satire, Imperialist Nostalgia, and Reconciliation in Huy Duong P...
Journal of the Short Story in English, 71 | Autumn 2018
11
childhood and her  life  with  her  biological  father.  Indeed,  the  slingshot  evokes  her
“favorite  memory of  him”  (159).  In  her  childhood,  she  was  unable  to  shoot  the
slingshot, but her father said, “you’ll have to wait until you’re older. Then you’ll have
to go hunting for wild ducks and rabbits,” which can be read as a foreshadowing of
Tammy’s “hunting” of U.S. (159). If one can accept that the slingshot represents her
ancestry and culture, then one can easily ascertain that shooting U.S. with a jawbreaker
is an act of defiance to U.S.’s presumptuous attempt to appropriate her ancestral and
cultural past. Tammy employs her father’s weapon, his slingshot, whose use she has
mastered, to fire shots of hard candy at U.S. on two occasions, striking her target each
time. 
25 Ultimately,  “Slingshot”  critiques  identity  challenges  in  the  Vietnamese  American
community  and  the  generational  shift  from  acceptance  of  Western  imperialistic
ideology to a firm resistance to Western imperialistic assumptions. The story, however,
ends on a note of reconciliation. The slingshot has a Y-shape, and perhaps the title of
the story implies that the conflict between U.S. and Tammy is reconciled at the end, just
as the two lines of the slingshot converge at a point. After Tammy learns that U.S. has
brought  her  father’s  ashes  from  Vietnam,  she  might  regret  some  of  her  previous
uncouth treatment of him, and as Vietnamese anthropologist Phan Công Son claims,
“death rituals give the bereaved a final chance to make it right by the deceased” (qtd.
in D.-H. Hoang). This possibility prompts Lieberman to remark that, by situating his
characters in complex situations, “Lam suggests that interpersonal connection is the
key to understanding and bridging difference” (137). By using her father’s weapon the
second time against U.S., Tammy accomplishes two things. First, she does injure him,
and second, she spoils the ultimate gift that he attempts to present to her mother—a
gift that might indicate that he was not actually a suitor in the sense most offensive to
Tammy. In the second instance,  she achieves the goal  that  she had fought so hard
against  U.S.—she  severs  her  most  cherished  connection  to  her  Vietnamese  past  by
precipitating  the  desecration  of  her  father’s  ashes.  As  the  ashes  “spilled  from  the
broken vase  and [were]  spiraling  upward,”  so  does  the  possibility  of  honoring  her
father,  whose  remains  spiral  like  smoke  into  the  air  and  fall  like  detritus  onto  a
sidewalk (Lam 162).
26 Although “The Billion Dollar Skeleton” and “Slingshot” differ in language, style, and
approach  to  postcolonial  topics,  they  offer  well-executed  representations  of  and
critiques against Western neo-colonialism, an imperialistic mentality, and stereotyping
on both sides of the discourse. In addition, both stories address the issue of burials and
retrieving the ashes of the dead or the remains of the missing. In the United States, the
government has established the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency to help families
of  missing  personnel  find  the  fullest  possible  information  on  the  missing.  In
Vietnamese  culture,  the  remains  of  the  dead  must  be  found  and  buried  with  his
ancestors so that his soul can rest in peace and no longer wander aimlessly. Because
Tammy’s family has resettled in the United States, it is important for her father’s ashes
to be close to the family. It can be inferred that in both countries and stories, healing
can be achieved through the ability of the living to find and appropriately relocate the
remains  of  their  loved  ones.  Together,  the  fictional  texts  confront  head-on  a
traditionally  Eurocentric  history  of  the  Vietnam  War  and  its  aftermath,  exhibiting
colonial resistance and providing a voice for the oppressed in postwar Vietnam, on the
one hand, and in the postwar United States, on the other. “The Billion Dollar Skeleton”
and “Slingshot” re-evaluate the internalized and indoctrinated attitudes of superiority,
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egoism,  and  condescension  toward  foreign  cultures  and  minority  ethnic  groups  so
pervasive  among  many  Americans,  and  many  Vietnamese,  while  treating  the
detrimental  effects  of  these attitudes upon cultures  abroad and minority  groups at
home.
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1. A few exceptions are made for Nam Le’s short story collection The Boat and Duong Thu Huong’s
stories in English translation.
ABSTRACTS
Cet  article  examine  certains  aspects  de  l’attitude  condescendante persistante  des  États-Unis
envers le Vietnam, les Américains-Vietnamiens et les Vietnamiens, à travers « The Billion Dollar
Skeleton » de Huy Duong Phan et « Slingshot » d’Andrew Lam. En utilisant efficacement l’esprit,
l’humour et la satire, les deux auteurs abordent des thèmes postcoloniaux tels que la nostalgie
impérialiste, l’appropriation culturelle et le centrisme américain. Les récits critiquent la position
apparemment impérialiste des États-Unis sur l’histoire de la guerre du Vietnam. En outre, « The
Billion Dollar  Skeleton » et  « Slingshot »  décrivent  le  passage de l’acceptation à  la  résistance
coloniale  au  moment  où  la  jeune  génération  vietnamienne  et  la  génération  d’Américains-
Vietnamiens  (les  immigrés  arrivés  aux  États-Unis  alors  qu’ils  étaient  enfants  et  adolescents)
gagnent en autorité.
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